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Sermon  
June 20, 2021 
Shepherd by the Sea 
Lessons: Job 38:1-11, Psalm 107:1-3, 23-32, 2 Corinthians 6:1-13, Mark 4: 35-41 
 
So many lessons today about the sea, not calm seas, but stormy ones! Seas that burst from the 
womb of God until doors shut them in, seas that make sailors reel and stagger like drunkards, 
seas that swamp the disciples’ boat so that they wake the sleeping Jesus with words of rebuke, 
“Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” I imagine some of you might be sailors who 
could tell a tale or two about storms on the sea.  
 
Truth be told, we all experience storms in our lives—those moments when our stomachs tie up in 
knots, our hearts race feverishly, and we can’t find the air to breathe. Times when what we feel is 
the end is too near, or has already come, and our knees fail to hold us upright. We grip tightly the 
rails of our fragile boats tumbling in the waves and wonder how we will ever make it through, or 
if we will.  
 
I imagine that’s how Job felt when he lost everything—his flocks are stolen, his servants 
murdered, his children killed, his health ruined.  Storms come into individual lives as they have 
to so many you and I know—Sonoma and Mendocino county wildfires that destroyed homes and 
took everything, the pandemic that stole loved ones away from us, or robbed jobs, livelihoods, 
schools, and other communities from us and others. Job cries out to God, “Oh that I had someone 
to give me a hearing; or that Shaddai would reply to my writ, or my accuser draw up a true bill!” 
Storms can do that to us, make us question God’s love for us, make us wonder if God cares.  
 
Storms can also happen to entire communities. The entire city of Paradise burned to the ground 
in the Camp fire. I can’t imagine their pain. May it was akin to the suffering of Israelites carried 
from their homes in Jerusalem into Exile in far-off Babylon, then returning home to a nearly 
unrecognizable place they had to rebuild. Storms affect entire communities here on the beautiful 
Sonoma coast. Your mission, Shepherd by the Sea, lost your cherished place of worship last year 
and moved into this Community building as you seek a new location to call your own, a new 
ship for you to sail on your journey into new life in Christ.  
 
Truth be told, to be a Christian is to journey with Jesus like the disciples. As young men, each of 
them had been on a life path to take over their father’s fishing boats. They learned where the fish 
were, how to throw and retrieve the nets, how to mend them and where to sell the catch for a 
good price. Then Jesus said, “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” And their journey 
took a far different turn than they expected or hoped for. The journey with Jesus brought them 
together to wander the towns and hills of Galilee, watching him heal the sick, proclaim God’s 
love in the synagogues, teach in parables, and now this, a journey to the other side of the sea, to 
the land of the Gentiles, the country of the Gerasenes.  
 
This is a storm. A mighty storm. Jesus and the disciples are Jewish, yet here he is taking them to 
a place where no self-respecting Hebrew would go. Are their stomachs tied in knots? Their 
hearts racing feverishly? Can they catch their breath in the coming gale? Boldly, Jesus leads 
them out of their comfort zones into a stormy sea and when they’re safely on board, proceeds to 
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fall asleep in the stern. The winds rise and the seas fling the boat and water begins to swamp the 
boat. I know what that feels like. I’m a sailor, a dinghy sailor, and that is not good. It’s 
powerfully scary. No wonder the disciples get frightened and angry at Jesus. Their entire world, 
their community, is going to a foreign shore where they would not feel welcome or be 
comfortable, and now nature herself threatens to claim their lives.  
 
Now, as fishermen, the disciples would have encountered heavy seas before. It seems their fear 
and anxiety is more than we might expect from such an experienced crew. So what is going on? I 
expect this journey with Jesus has become more than they expected or hoped for, not what they 
signed up for. This is not Plan A. It’s not Plan B. It might be Plan C or D. But what do they 
know? Their moral universe is being rocked, as we might say in the 21st century. Bad things can 
happen to good people. They didn’t do anything wrong. They followed him. They showed up 
when he spoke. They stayed close as he healed others. But where is Jesus now? Asleep in the 
stern. “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?”  
 
Some of you may know that I was pastor for nine years at Holy Family until it closed in 2012. I 
see now that the Methodist church in Pt. Arena is closing. Although we believe that the church is 
the people of God on a journey with Jesus to create the peace, justice and compassion of God’s 
kin-dom on earth, the building in which we worship matters in our hearts. It is hard to lose a 
place hallowed by prayers and memories of sacred moments. It is hard to leave for far away 
shores and trust that Jesus is still with us, will keep us safe in the storm. 
 
When Holy Family closed I went raced with a friend on San Francisco bay on his 30’ sailboat. I 
was exhausted. I needed to heal from a sense of guilt and shame. One day, sitting in my study for 
the first time in months, I wondered if anyone had ever written a book about pastors closing 
churches. Then, as a Ph.D. sociologist before entering the ministry, I felt God calling me to write 
it. I could do it. That began a journey, a study that took me to BU School of Theology for 
research that spanned five mainline Protestant denominations, including the Episcopal and 
Lutheran churches, and a book eight years later. Through surveys and interviews I learned that 
some pastors entered their churches thinking they would have to close it, and eventually they did, 
maybe 15 even 40 years later. And some closed quickly but not in a process that felt like Good 
Friday, as ours did, but more like the season of Christmas or Easter.  
 
The good news is that Jesus is present even though he seems to be asleep. Jesus is the Son of 
God and Son of Man, the one who came to us that we might know the enduring, eternal presence 
of God. And God loves us unconditionally, even, or especially, when we’re scared about where 
we’re going or how we’re going to get there. As God calmed the storm of Exile for the Israelites, 
God will calm our storms too. Jesus knows what the worst of storms can look like, and as Jesus 
led safely to the other shore, he will get us safely to the other shore, wherever that may be. 
 
We can think of the church as a ship on a journey, like that boat of disciples crossing the Sea of 
Galilee. In the ship every person has a station, a place where they need to be, with a job that 
needs to be done. Each person brings gifts to the church. And by hard work and grace, each 
church community has shared gifts that keep the boat from slipping off-course in the water or 
capsizing. These gifts steady the boat, kind of like a keel or centerboard do for a sailboat in 
vexing winds or perilous waves. 



 3 

 
The pastors who spoke their truth in my study shared that the keel of a church that thrives on its 
journey is strengthened by a lively faith. People study the Bible and pray together always and 
often. The keel is unbreakable when members of a church love one another even in their 
differences, even as some want to do one thing, and others another, some want to go fast, and 
others feel they can’t keep up. A keel powerful enough to handle the fiercest storm is filled with 
patience and courage to ask, “What is God calling us to do and to be?” A church with a faith-
filled keel has hope, is willing to take risks, to try the unimaginable, even to die in order to 
become something new. Yet even with a sturdy keel, storms can make us fearful. 
 
The Gospel reads: “He woke up and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, “Peace! Be still!” 
Then the wind ceased and there was a dead calm. A bone-tired crew of disciples, water pouring 
out of sandals and wet cloaks wrapped tightly around their legs, stare agape at Jesus as he says, 
“Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?” Faith is living without fear. It means not letting 
the anxiety of the present moment, as scary as it may feel, get the best of us. It means trusting 
that God loves you unconditionally, that the best you can do is good enough, that the mistakes 
you make will be forgiven, that God wishes you peace, hope and love even when there isn’t a 
scrap of it to be seen. I learned that when Holy Family closed, and by grace I will keep learning 
it. As God answered Job, and God calmed the storm of Exile for the Israelites, God will calm 
your storms too. As God helped the disciples get safely to the other shore, God will get you 
safely to the other shore, wherever that may be.  
 
The psalmist gives thanks to the God who saves Israel from dangerous seas. “O give thanks to 
the Lord, for he is good; his steadfast love endures forever.” When the storm stops, the disciples 
don’t quite rise to thanksgiving. They say, “Who is this, that even the wind and the sea obey 
him?” To their credit, they didn’t fully know who Jesus was then. They wouldn’t until later, until 
he died, rose from the dead, and the Spirit commissioned them on Pentecost with the truth of his 
being. Only then would they fully know his identity as one of the Trinity, with God and the Holy 
Spirit who create, redeem, and sanctify our journeys, whether as individuals and as a community 
of faith. Like us, the disciples are on the journey, not yet at the destination, not feeling entirely 
safe, although the Gospel shows they are safe. God loved them as they proclaimed the Gospel at 
the risk of their lives, like St. Paul and others before us. 
  
With faith, then, I recall the psalmist’s words, “Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble, and 
he brought them out of their distress; he made the storm be still, and the waves of the sea were 
hushed. Then they were glad because they had quiet, and he brought them to their desired 
haven.” 
 
--The Rev. Gail Cafferata, Ph.D. 


